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importance	of	distinguishing	between	a	 conservative,	 or	 anti-utopian,	 and	a	progressive,	 or	
utopian,	 use	 of	 memory	 –	 the	 latter	 acquiring	 also	 a	 social	 and	 ethical	 dimension. 1	
Commemoration	 is	 played	 out	 through	 different	 means:	 memorials,	 monuments,	 cultural	
artifacts,	 and	 symbolic	 objects	 advance	 the	 “official”	 version	 of	 events	 according	 to	 the	
dominant	culture	at	a	given	time.	Since	one	of	the	functions	of	memory	–	and	of	memorializing	
in	particular	–	is	a	certain	kind	of	catharsis,	I	argue	that	we	need	to	keep	memory	alive	and	that	




























monument	 was	 seen	 as	 distorting	 Hungary’s	 role	 in	 the	 Holocaust.	 Shortly	 after	 the	 2014	
parliamentary	election	that	saw	the	victory,	again,	of	Prime	Minister	Viktor	Orbán’s	party,	work	






















the	guise	of	 the	Archangel	Gabriel	–	and	 therefore	an	 innocent	victim	–	being	attacked	by	a	
German	 eagle,	 whose	 one	 talon	 is	 tagged	 1944,	 the	 year	 of	 the	 invasion. 5 	Critics	 say	 the	
monument	falsifies	history	and	“tries	to	‘whitewash’	Hungary’s	role	in	the	Jewish	Holocaust	in	





always	 is	–	 in	 the	name	of	national	pacification	and	reconciliation.	Peter	Parkanyi	Raab,	 the	
Hungarian	sculptor	of	the	monument,	claimed	just	that:	the	monument	was	intended	“to	serve	
as	 a	 reconciliation	between	 Jewish	 and	non-Jewish	Hungarians.”	According	 to	 him,	 it	 is	 the	
protesters	who	are	“consciously	driving	a	wedge	between	Jewish	and	non-Jewish	Hungarians”	
and	in	so	doing	“have	barred	the	country	from	commemoration.	This	would	have	been	the	first	






























(the	 alterative	memorial).	Unlike	 the	official	monument,	 its	 common	objects,	which	 are	not	
necessarily	beautiful	or	precious,	speak	to	the	present	of	a	past	that	should	not	be	forgotten,	





commemoration:	 one	 that	 she	performs	herself	 by	 filling	 the	 void	 and	 silences	 that	 official,	
political	discourse	had	created	until	then,	and	one	that	she	has	her	own	characters	perform	in	
the	pages	of	 her	 story.	The	novel	 intertwines	 the	 testimonies	 of	 different	people	who	 lived	
	
9	Sebbar,	Leïla:	The	Seine	Was	Red:	Paris,	October	1961.	Trad.	Mildred	Mortimer.	Indiana	UP:	
Bloomington	 2008.	 On	 the	 night	 of	 17	 October,	 the	 Algerian	 FLN	 organized	 a	 peaceful	










Papon	 for	 Crimes	 against	Humanity	 committed	 in	 1942	 and	1944,	 did	 there	 appear	 official	





repression	 of	 the	 peaceful	 demonstration	 on	 17	 October	 1961”	 (cf.	 “Paris	 marks	 Algerian	
protest	 ‘massacre.’”	 BBC	 News	 17	 October	 2001,	 retrieved	 25.08.2015	 from		
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/world/monitoring/media_reports/1604970.stm).	Because	of	the	
cover-up,	 the	 language	cannot	help	but	be	vague	on	 the	number	of	deaths.	But	even	worse,	
words	 fail	 to	 denounce	 who	 was	 responsible	 for	 those	 death,	 that	 is,	 the	 state	 and	 its	
institutions.	Sebbar’s	novel,	published	in	1999,	was	not	translated	into	English	until	2008,	by	










fight	 for	 Algeria’s	 independence,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 previous	 generation’s	 reticence	 about	
sharing	 their	 past	with	 their	 children	 and	 faced	with	 the	 uncertainties	 characterizing	 their	
times,	the	three	feel	a	need	to	understand	and	feel	compelled	to	search	for	traces	of	this	hidden	
history.	 The	 novel	 then	 develops	 by	 alternating	 chapters,	 where	we	 hear	 the	 voices	 of	 the	
different	witnesses	interviewed	by	Louis	for	his	documentary	on	the	massacre,	and	the	group’s	

















pass	 other	 symbolic	 monuments	 of	 French	 history,	 such	 as	 the	 “Defense	 of	 Paris,”	 where	
“Algerians	assembled	for	the	march”	but	nobody	defended	them;	the	“Marianne”	at	the	Place	
de	la	République;	the	Crillon	Hotel,	on	whose	façade	they	write	“On	this	spot	Algerians	were	













Sebbar’s	 counter-commemoration	 shows	 that	 (counter)-memorials	 can	 come	 in	different	
shapes	 and	 mediums	 in	 line	 with	 Pierre	 Nora’s	 definition	 of	 “sites	 of	 memory.”	 Louis’s	
documentary	film,	the	“pilgrimage”	through	the	places	of	the	massacre,	as	well	as	the	graffiti	






responsibilities.	 But	 they	 also	 invite	 us	 to	 critically	 reflect	 on	 the	 past	 without	 extending	
injustice	into	the	future.	






French	 government,	 seem	 to	 be	 a	 common	 answer	 to	 conflicting	 memories,	 as	 well	 as	 a	
rhetorical	 gesture	 toward	 the	 ideas	 of	 pacification	 and	 reconciliation.	 Denial,	 silence,	 and	










Reconciliation,	 if	 this	 is	 in	fact	the	appropriate	word	to	use,	can	only	occur	when	there	is	
mutual	 acceptance	 that	 the	 past	 wrongs	 have	 taken	 place	 and,	 in	 turn,	 acceptance	 of	
responsibilities	 followed	 by	 political	 and	 legal	 measures	 –	 thus	 combining	 individual	 and	
collective	 action. 16 	And	 yet,	 reconciliation	 between	 victims	 and	 persecutors	 seems	 an	
impossible	 task.	Alessandro	Cavalli,	an	 Italian	sociologist,	 speaks	 instead	of	 “ricomposizione	





that	memory	 acquires	 a	 utopian	 social	 dimension?	When	memories	 are	 contested,	 how	 do	
conflicts	materially	and	symbolically	play	out?	In	the	case	of	violent	events,	to	commemorate	is	
to	give	voice	to	pain	and	is	similar,	initially,	to	the	working-through	of	grief	and	mourning.19	
We	 (counter)-commemorate	 in	 order	 not	 to	 forget,	 to	 keep	 the	 dead	 alive,	 and	 possibly	 to	
transform	pain	 in	something	useful	–	awareness	and	responsibility,	 for	example,	so	that	 the	
deaths	 are	 not	 in	 vain.	 But	 because	 commemoration	 has	 been	 defined	 as	 the	 (process	 of)	
institutionalization	 of	 a	 memory, 20 	and	 because	 social	 representation	 of	 the	 past	 and	 its	



























disaster	 led	 to	 long	 and	 numerous	 investigations,	 primarily	 because	 of	 falsifications	 of	







high	 treason	 were	 found	 to	 be	 not	 guilty	 due	 to	 the	 statute	 of	 limitations	 and	 insufficient	




















their	 image	 reflected	 and	 identify	 with	 the	 randomness	 and	 inevitability	 of	 death;	 and	 81	
loudspeakers,	behind	the	mirrors.	Significantly,	no	list	of	the	victims’	names	is	present	on	the	
Museum’s	premises	nor	on	the	website	of	the	Association.	Each	loudspeaker	presents	a	simple,	



















They	 are	 ordinary	 things	 that	 become	 extraordinary	 for	 the	 stories	 they	 contain	 and	 for	
conveying	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 past	 has	material	 substance.	 Part	 of	 their	 power	 resides	 in	 the	















objects,	does	it	run	the	risk	of	becoming	rhetorical,	of	 losing	some	of	 its	 force?	How	can	the	
oppositional,	utopian	force	of	a	counter-commemoration	renew	itself	once	it	becomes	a	ritual?	
Is	temporariness	a	requirement	of	counter-commemoration?	A	possible	answer	can	be	found,	





















only	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 those	without	 hope	 that	 hope	 is	 given	 to	 us”	 (Marcuse,	 Herbert:	One-
Dimensional	Man:	Studies	in	the	Ideology	of	Advanced	Industrial	Society.	Beacon	Press:	Boston	
1966,	p.	257).	
26 	Cento	 Bull,	 Anna:	 Italian	 Neofascism:	 The	 Strategy	 of	 Tension	 and	 the	 Politics	 of	
Nonreconciliation.	 Berghan:	 New	 York	 2007,	 p.	 19.	 With	 ‘stragismo’	 I	 mean	 the	 terroristic	
practice	which	uses	massacres	in	order	to	destabilize	a	country,	but	because	of	its	length,	I	will	








From	 the	 very	 start,	 deliberately	 planted	 false	 leads	 and	 misleading	 information	 have	
characterized	 the	 long	 and	 problematic	 investigation.	 And	 although	 in	 1995	 the	 three	 neo-
fascists	who	actually	executed	the	terrorist	attack,	and	the	members	of	the	Masonic	Lodge	P2	





activity,	 in	 order	 to	 keep	 the	memory	 of	 the	massacre	 alive,	 the	 Association	 has	 promoted	
numerous	initiatives,	culminating	each	year	in	a	silent	march	on	the	anniversary	of	the	event.	
Anna	 Lisa	 Tota,	 who	 from	 1999	 to	 2002	 has	 studied	 the	 Association’s	 commemorative	
practices,	 argues	 that	 the	 Bologna	 commemoration	 has	 set	 the	 standard	 for	 the	 “genre	 of	
commemoration.” 28 	She	 notices	 a	 transformation	 in	 the	 ways	 memory	 of	 the	 massacre	 is	
activated.	 If	 in	 the	 first	15	years,	besides	 the	 request	 for	 truth	and	 justice,	 commemoration	
mainly	involved	the	working	through	of	grief,	after	1995	the	Association	took	up	the	role	of	
moral	and	civic	testimony	–	from	private	memory	to	a	shared,	public	memory.29		
Because	 of	 the	 ambiguous	 role	 of	 the	 State	 in	 the	 Bologna	 massacre,	 the	 official	
commemoration	is,	in	itself,	a	counter-commemoration.	Not	only	is	the	State	accused	of	failing	
to	 protect	 its	 citizens,	 it	 was	 proven	 to	 be	 an	 accomplice.	 The	 Bologna	 massacre	
commemoration,	then,	renovates,	every	year,	the	critical	opposition	to	the	democratic	failure	







but	 it	 was	 then	 fixed.	 When	 it	 broke	 in	 1996,	 the	 Italian	 Railroad,	 in	 agreement	 with	 the	


















day.	 With	 this	 initiative,	 the	 Association	 moves	 the	 memory	 of	 the	 massacre	 and	 its	
memorializing	toward	future	generations:	they	believe	that	“through	the	universal	language	of	
music	they	can	give	a	message	of	hope	for	the	future”	(my	translation).33	Such	a	project	aims	to	





vacation	2013/14	 (21	Dec.-2	 Jan.).34	The	 exposition	was	 installed	 in	 the	 new	branch	 of	 the	
Bologna	 Train	 Station,	 where	 currently	 there	 is	 nothing	 commemorating	 the	 massacre.	 It	
required	 the	active	participation	of	adult	passengers	arriving	 to	or	departing	 from	Bologna.	
People	who	agreed	to	participate	were	“assigned”	a	victim	of	 the	opposite	gender	and	were	



























The	monument	has	also	been	 transformed	 in	a	 “portable	monument,”	a	 temporary	space	of	








On	 a	 different	 level,	 these	 acts	 are	 necessary	 to	 expose	 the	 political	 interests	 that	 official	
memorializing	narratives	and	memorials	serve.	“A	memory	cast	in	stone	[…]	eternalises	one	
single	narrative	in	a	fixed	aesthetic,	serving	specific	purposes	of	the	political	power.”35	Acts	of	
counter-commemoration	 instead	 fill	 silences;	 they	 force	 the	 recognition	of	hidden	histories,	
denied	memories,	or	blatant	lies.	Like	utopia,	they	radically	critique	the	master	narrative	while	










Acts	 of	 counter-commemoration	 come	 in	 many	 guises.	 Temporary	 monuments,	 graffiti,	
photographs,	music,	writing,	 as	well	 as	 other	 artistic	modes,	 they	 all	 provide	 a	 response	 to	
violence	 that	 looks	 to	 the	 future	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	 re-humanize	 their	 audiences.	When	 they	
memorialize	 divisive	 memories,	 they	 become	 sites	 of	 contestation,	 where	 opposite	 groups	
battle	on	the	appropriate	forms	and	practices	of	commemoration.	As	some	of	the	examples	I	
have	used	show,	I	believe	that	memory	can	never	start	on	the	part	of	the	offenders.	It	must	be	






toward	 a	 notion	 of	 “agents	 of	 memory.” 36 	Acts	 of	 counter-commemoration	 open	 up	 a	
temporary,	utopian	space	in	which	participants	–	to	borrow	Ruth	Levitas’s	words	–	are	both	
brought	 to	 experience	 an	 alternative	narrative	 and	 called	 to	 judgment	 on	 it.37	Moving	 from	
being	merely	that	of	“goal	and	catalyst	of	change,”	the	utopian	function	of	such	spaces	becomes	
one	 of	 “criticism.” 38 	Finally,	 truth,	 justice,	 and	 recognition	 are	 what	 acts	 of	 counter-
commemoration	demand.	But	it	is	precisely	truth,	justice,	and	recognition	that	are	often	still	
missing.	The	request	 for	 truth,	 justice,	and	recognition	 is	what	keeps	 them	alive	and	makes	
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